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Syed Mujtaba Ali (1904–1974) was a Bengali writer, journalist and academic. An advocate of Indian independence and a Bengali language activist, he spoke fourteen languages, published over twenty-five books and travelled and lived in India, Afghanistan, Germany, Egypt and East Pakistan (Bangladesh). 
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The Journeys series celebrates John Murray’s history of publishing exceptional travel writing by rediscovering classic journeys from the past, introduced by today’s most exciting writers. 


We want the series to capture the wonder that comes from travelling, opening our imaginations to unfamiliar places and cultures, and allowing us to see familiar things through different eyes. These Journeys give fresh perspectives not only on the times and places in which they were originally published, but on the time and place we find ourselves in now. 


As a traveller who has walked and written across much of Europe, the author of Walking the Woods and the Water, Where the Wild Winds Are (both finalists for the Stanford Dolman Travel Book of the Year), and most recently Outlandish: Walking Europe’s Unlikely Landscapes, I am thrilled to have the role of seeking out these books. Hundreds of suggestions have come to me from the travel writing, nature writing and adventure communities, and also, appropriately enough, through serendipity – one of the titles on last year’s list was dropped through my letterbox by a passing neighbour. 


In this spirit of chance discovery, we invite your suggestions for books to republish in the future. We are looking for titles currently out of print in the UK, books that have been forgotten about, left to languish on dusty bookshop shelves, or that were unjustly ignored when they were first published – potentially including translated works by foreign language writers. If you have a suggestion, please get in touch with us on Twitter @johnmurrays or @underscrutiny. #JMJourneys


Nick Hunt, Series Editor
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To Moska Najib


 


A dear Afghan friend whose persistence


made me take up this translation










Introduction


In 1927, the young college graduate Syed Mujtaba Ali boarded a train in what was then called Calcutta on his way to his first job in Kabul. The journey spanned a vast physical distance, traversing the entire subcontinent. It was also a move from the idealistic, culturally erudite campus of Shantiniketan, the educational institution set up by renowned poet Rabindranath Tagore, to the unfamiliar terrain that lay beyond the Khyber Pass. 


He arrived at a moment of transition in the city’s life. The ruler, Amir Amanullah, was following the example of Mustafa Kemal in Turkey and Reza Shah in Iran, and pushing Afghanistan towards modernisation. In fact, Ali’s own appointment as a teacher was part of this larger effort. It was in this ‘land far from home’ that Ali spent two years, living in a small village on the outskirts of the capital, wandering its bazaars, playing badminton with the king’s brother, moving between ordinary Afghans, fellow Indians and the lively set of foreigners who inhabited the capital then. If anyone tried to achieve the impossible task of socialising across all the groups of Kabul’s social life, he noted wryly, ‘he would then be considered a spy’.


I walked through Kabul nearly eight tumultuous decades after Ali, in the period between 2006 and 2013. Despite the long years in between our journeys, reading his descriptions felt like encountering a memory from my own travels, or finding a friend to recall shared vistas with. Like the thrill I felt on encountering this portrait of the seasons shifting: ‘Kabul showed the signs of middle-age spread at the end of autumn, its belly grew fatter and it seemed as though it was walking with a certain gravitas. The wheat and maize grains swelled, the apples were about to burst, even the leaves of the trees had become thick by sucking in air, sunlight and rain during the summer months.’ 


Passages like these are a testimony to Ali’s skills as a writer, as well as an ode to the timeless city we both fell in love with. 


For a place deeply inscribed in popular imagination by Western writers, Ali offers a unique perspective. These are the impressions of a precocious – only twenty-three-year-old – Bengali intellectual, with a keenly felt affinity to the city he is exploring. These are also the observations of an ardent nationalist and votary of India’s struggle against British colonial rule – a perspective that makes him part envious, part admiring of Afghanistan’s freedom. Listening to an Afghan border officer discuss the defeats inflicted on the British army in Egypt and Turkey, Ali writes: ‘I almost jumped. Total sedition! No, not here. I had forgotten I was sitting in independent Afghanistan.’ 


It would be easy to describe this translation of Deshe Bideshe by Nazes Afroz as bringing an ‘unknown’ work into recognition. Except that Ali is one of the best-known figures in the illustrious pantheon of Bengali writers, and this memoir evokes instant recognition and near-universal affection from readers of the language. For generations of such readers, Ali’s book has been an important literary connection to Afghanistan, one forged in part by his own teacher, Rabindranath Tagore, with his short story ‘Kabuliwala’, ‘The Man from Kabul’. This translation places him in the company of the great travel writers of the world, a spot he richly deserves. It is also a reminder that travel, and writing on travel, comes from all directions. 


It is possible to see the many sides of Ali’s eclectic personality flitting through these pages. He was a statesman and diplomat; a polyglot who spoke around twelve languages, including Farsi and Pashto. The author of at least twenty-eight books, and a scholar educated at centres of learning as diverse as Bonn in Germany and Al-Azhar in Cairo – an education which deeply shaped how he saw the world. In fact, Ali embodied the kind of cosmopolitanism that is often assumed to be the domain, if not the invention, of Western writers, but has a long history spanning across Bengal to Iran, Egypt, Sudan and beyond. 


But it is not only his unmistakable achievements that make this a remarkable book. It is not even Ali’s skills as a raconteur, though from the first page onwards he keeps readers hooked with his witty portraits of characters, like the lonely Afghan border official reciting poetry to a river, or his faithful manservant Abdur Rahman’s efforts to build up his diminutive employer’s appetite to a healthy Afghan standard. ‘A kilo of lamb qorma was swimming in a thick gravy of onion and ghee . . . while one outcast potato was trying to kill itself by drowning in one corner. There were eight jumbo-sized shami kebabs on a plate. A big serving dish was full of pulao with a roasted chicken sitting on top. Seeing me speechless, Abdur Rahman hurriedly said, “I have more in the kitchen.”’


For me, the heart of this book is Ali’s connection to Kabul. It is in the closely observed details he records with loving attention: the descriptions of its seasons and its people, of Abdur Rahman dreamily reciting the many kinds of snowflakes that fall in his native Panjshir, of Ali’s homesickness evoked by the Kabul twilight, sparking the memory of his mother offering her night-time prayers in faraway Bengal. This is the Kabul that Ali illuminates for us; a place that, despite the book’s title, feels close to home. 


I came to Ali by way of the works of European travellers. For many of them, Afghanistan was a distant place, an empty canvas to be filled with their own urges and interpretations. Ali’s book has no such ambitions, and is richer for it. With him, we spend long evenings in meandering conversations with friends, fuelled by endless cups of tea. His expeditions into the city come with a sense of affectionate intimacy, with tongue-in-cheek passages like this one:


If a lazy man ever wanted to make a trip but did not want to go through the troubles of sightseeing, then the best place for him to go to would be the narrow Kabul valley. Because, there was nothing worth seeing in Kabul . . . I was talking about ordinary tourists who had seen the shrines of Delhi, Agra or Secundra Bagh. There was nothing in Kabul to dazzle that lot. So you would not have to go on sightseeing tours after reaching Kabul. You would not have to walk barefoot on a hot stony terrace at midday for six furlongs; you would not have to climb steep spiral stairs through the stench of bat droppings . . . Hence Kabul was a beautiful city. And the best part was that you could see the city without much trouble. Some friend or the other would take you to one of the gardens to spend the whole day. 


Alongside such interludes are insights into the complicated fallout of Amir Amanullah’s modernisation measures. Ali reports seeing shops shut due to a sudden royal decree that business could no longer be carried out while seated on the floor, on traditional carpets. ‘Every shop has to have chairs and tables like the way it is in the West.’ By the stream in Paghman, the king’s summer capital west of Kabul, he found members of Afghanistan’s newly formed parliament uncomfortably kitted out in morning suits with silk top hats, walking through the woods barefoot. After watching the king talk to this ill-at-ease assembly the next day, he wrote, ‘I did not know if they made any sense of Amanullah’s speech – you could speak the same language yet you might not be able to communicate.’ 


By the winter of 1929, Afghanistan was caught up in a rebellion against Amir Amanullah. Ali’s account captures the sense of tumultuous ending that unfolded. As the rebel troops took over the capital, he watched Amir Amanullah’s pet white elephant – brought to Kabul from India – being ridden by the soldiers of the new king. Amanullah’s impressive motor cars too were driven around until they ran out of fuel, and then abandoned. 


There is another contemporary resonance at the end of this book that is particularly heartbreaking. As foreign nationals were airlifted to safety, Ali and his Indian friend found their names missing from the list of evacuees. ‘Both of us agreed that the humiliation of a colonised country could not be felt fully until you went abroad,’ he writes, in a pithy summary of powerlessness and the collapse of empires. The connection across the decades, to the images from Kabul airport after the Taliban’s takeover in August 2021, is impossible to miss. 


I have returned to this book repeatedly, and have thrust it on anyone who asks me what to read about Afghanistan. In Ali’s Kabul, I found the city I began my own book by evoking. ‘There it is, there it is not,’ I wrote of this elusive place of beauty and history, a city that appeared and vanished, that seemed somehow known, yet new. ‘Kabul appears where you don’t expect to see it.’


This never felt truer than when I found a countryman, a writer for the world, wandering the streets of this city, waiting for listeners. 


 


Taran N. Khan, April 2022










Translator’s Note


As a teenager, when I picked up Syed Mujtaba Ali’s Deshe Bideshe, literally meaning ‘Home and Abroad’, from the shelf of a library, little did I know that I had chosen a book that was to become a companion for life. The book stayed with me forever. I have read the book a couple of times a year since then and do so even now.


Deshe Bideshe was Syed Mujtaba Ali’s debut book. First published in 1948 from Kolkata, it still continues to attract new readers in West Bengal, which remained his home for nearly five decades, and Bangladesh, which was his country of birth. There are hardly any discerning readers of Bengali literature who will not have read the book or appreciated it. Such is the cult attraction of the book.


Even though it was published in 1948, Deshe Bideshe was in the making for nearly twenty years. As a young man just out of college, Mujtaba Ali decided to take up a teaching job in Kabul in 1927. In those days not many young Bengali men would venture to a land like Afghanistan that was completely unknown to them. It was not a country one could travel to very easily in those days. The journey to Kabul from Kolkata was tough, in parts dangerous, but a gold mine for seekers of adventure and for gifted writers. When Mujtaba Ali made the journey in 1927 and spent the following year and a half in Kabul he was no writer of any description. He was then merely a young man of twenty-three, with a mercurial brain and an extremely inquisitive mind, who was ready to delve into the unknown. With these gifts, he picked up fascinating nuggets about Afghan lives and history, and kept on distilling them for almost twenty years as he grew in experience and knowledge, to eventually produce a classic like Deshe Bideshe.


 


Born on 13 September 1904 in Sylhet district in erstwhile East Bengal (now Bangladesh), in a well-known Pir family, Mujtaba Ali went to study at the Visva-Bharati University in Shantiniketan in 1923 when it was founded by the Nobel Laureate poet, philosopher and educationist Rabindranath Tagore. Shantiniketan was a great experiment in education by Tagore who wanted to create a seat of learning embedded in humanism, social awareness, creativity and internationalism. Under the direct tutelage of Tagore, Mujtaba Ali absorbed these values. So it was no wonder Mujtaba Ali wanted to explore the world and Afghanistan was his first stop. He would make many more journeys all through his life. After his sojourn in Kabul, Mujtaba Ali completed his Ph.D (on the origins of the Khojas and their religious life today) in comparative religion in Germany between 1929 and 1932 when he witnessed the rise of the Nazi party and Hitler, accounts of which made their way into his later writings. Finishing his degree in Germany he went on to do his post-doctoral studies at Al-Azhar University in Cairo (1934–5) before returning to India permanently. Upon returning to India, Mujtaba Ali got a job as the principal of the government college in the princely state of Baroda from 1936 to 1944. Following the death of the ruler of Baroda, he came back to Kolkata and did not take up any jobs for a few years when he travelled and started writing Deshe Bideshe, which was to be serialised in the Bengali literary magazine Desh published from Kolkata, in 1948, before coming out in book form.


Following the partition of India and Bengal, he moved to his homeland, East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), briefly and joined a college in Bogura as its principal in 1949. But he returned to India in 1950, leaving his family behind, to become the first secretary of the newly formed Indian Council of Cultural Relations or the ICCR, a brainchild of India’s first education minister, Maulana Abul Kalam Azad. He also edited the Arabic journal of the ICCR, Thaqafat-ul-Hind.


In 1952, Mujtaba Ali joined the All India Radio in New Delhi and later became its station director in Cuttack and Patna.


Finally, in 1956, he moved to his alma mater Visva-Bharati University, which had by then become a central university under the patronage of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and Abul Kalam Azad. He became a professor of the German language and later of Islamic Culture. Mujtaba Ali taught at Visva-Bharati until his retirement in 1969 after which he became a full-time writer and divided his time between Shantiniketan and Kolkata.


After the war of independence and the creation of Bangladesh in 1971, Mujtaba Ali spent considerable time in Dhaka with his family until his death on 11 February 1974.


Mujtaba Ali had the most amazing gift for learning languages. So no wonder he was a polyglot who mastered twelve languages – Bengali, English, Hindi, Urdu, Marathi, Gujarati, Farsi, Pashto, Arabic, German, French and Russian.


Such impressive language skills and wide experience of travelling to many countries enabled him to make sophisticated multi-lingual and multi-cultural references in his accounts. While this crossover at times makes his prose and content hard to penetrate, it enriches the text and makes it unique for the literature of that period.


 


While living in Kabul, Mujtaba Ali was at the epicentre of one of reformist King Amanullah’s pet projects, which aimed to provide ‘modern’ education to his subjects through new schools, colleges and training centres for boys and girls. Drawing on the examples of Kemal Ataturk’s modernisation drive in Turkey, Amanullah also pursued other reforms, discouraging the use of the veil by women and banning traditional dress for men in public, while strengthening the army and air force, with support from the newly formed USSR.


These reforms prompted resistance from religious leaders, who orchestrated a series of tribal rebellions against the ‘kafir’ king from the autumn of 1928. Unable to rely on the army to halt the spread of the rebellion, and with few political allies, Amanullah was forced to abdicate, and left Kabul for Kandahar in the hope of rallying support from his own clan, the Durranis. When this failed, Amanullah left Afghanistan for Italy, where he died. A brigand, Bacha-e-Saqao, who led one of the rebellions, took the throne in his place.


Mujtaba Ali was well placed to observe the tumultuous events that engulfed Afghanistan during his stay in Kabul. His young mind was curious to explore Afghan society and, with his impressive language skills, he had access to a cross-section of the Kabul population, whose ideas and experiences he chronicles with an acute eye and a wicked sense of humour.


 


Mujtaba Ali was inherently a freethinker and it was no wonder that he would oppose the British rule in India from an early age. The high-handedness of the British District Magistrate of Sylhet led to a student strike when he was in high school. In spite of being the son of a civil servant, Mujtaba Ali joined the strike and finally decided not to go through the British education system. This took him to a new school of learning – Shantiniketan. His views about the British empire’s colonisation of India never changed throughout his life. So Deshe Bideshe is peppered with very strong anti-British sentiments and there are countless caustic remarks about British duplicity, cunning and tyranny. The colonial censor office would certainly not have passed the book in its current form. This could possibly have been a reason he never tried to get it published before India won independence from British rule. Mujtaba Ali’s freethinking was augmented by his years of study in Shantiniketan under Tagore. Tagore’s deep faith in international and universal humanism had slipped so deep under the skin of Mujtaba Ali that in all his writings he spoke out against the subjugation of humanity, like his Guru, in any form – religious, nationalistic, ethnic or political. He opposed the imposition of Urdu as the national language on the Bengali population of East Pakistan and expressed his views in a very powerful article. It was unsurprising that a man of such a freethinking bent of mind would refuse to live in a country that was built on the basis of religion. He chose to leave Pakistan for India.


 


Mujtaba Ali also had an acute sense of history. So he not only chronicled his times but also put them in historical perspective. This makes discerning readers think too and ask for answers to questions he had raised in his chronicles. This style of writing started to emerge in Deshe Bideshe and continued in his later works. Deshe Bideshe kindled my curiosity about Afghanistan and its history in the twentieth century, particularly the times of King Amanullah and the events that led to his departure. Mujtaba Ali had raised some suspicions about the possible British role behind the tribal insurrection against the king who had defeated them in 1918 and made Afghanistan independent. During my stay in London when I took up the translation, I decided to go through the telegrams sent by the British minister of the legation in Kabul to Whitehall to find out what was going on behind the scenes. The telegrams I accessed in the India Office of the British Library were revealing. It was clear that the British were unhappy with King Amanullah getting close to the newly formed USSR and accepting military assistance from them. So could they have had a role in the tribal insurrection against Amanullah in the autumn of 1928? Mujtaba Ali had no way of knowing during his stay or later when he was writing his account, what role the British had played during the tumultuous four months between September 1928 and January 1929 when the bandit leader Bacha-e-Saqao took over the reign of the country. But he had his suspicions and he had put his doubts in the form of questions in the final few chapters.


In Chapter 37, Mujtaba Ali makes the observation that the British Legation was at the mercy of the bandits of Bacha-e-Saqao for four days when they attacked Kabul for the first time but no harm came to the legation. Mujtaba Ali thought that was the generosity of Bacha-e-Saqao. The telegrams sent to London by the minister of the legation, Sir Francis Humphrys, make it clear how the legation was saved from looting. The telegram sent by Sir Francis on 14 January 1929 says, ‘I am taking special precaution tonight. The Hazrat Sahib of Shor Bazaar and Muhammad Usman Khan, ex-Governor of Kandahar, have stationed themselves in a small house just outside the legation gates, and have sent me a message that they will remain to protect us against chance thieves on a night when excesses may be expected.’


The said Hazrat of Shor Bazaar, the most important religious leader of Afghanistan, was a kingpin in the rebellion against the king. Why did the brain behind the rebellion take personal charge to save the British Legation, who were the sworn enemies of the Afghans just a decade before that? Was there a secret arrangement between the Hazrat of Shor Bazaar and the British?


In another earlier telegram on 29 December 1928, Sir Francis lists eleven terms that the tribes gave to King Amanullah for him to continue in his position. Among the terms, there were demands that he divorce Queen Soraya, close down girls’ schools, and reinstate purdah and Islamic laws as before. But the fifth condition in the list is a curious one – ‘Abolition of all foreign legations except British’.


The same tribes rallied behind Amanullah when he waged the war of independence against the British just a decade earlier. Besides, the Afghans always detested the presence of the British on their soil following the first two Anglo-Afghan wars in 1839–42 and 1878–80. So why would they demand closing of all foreign legations except the British? Was that demand ‘bought’ by the British?


The telegrams I have accessed do not answer these questions but it only deepens the doubt of a possible British role in the rebellion through some of the important religious leaders who were instrumental in inciting the tribes against King Amanullah.


 


My tryst with Afghanistan that started with Mujtaba Ali completed a circle in 2012 when I was working on this translation. In the summer of that year I had the opportunity to meet the daughter of King Amanullah and Queen Soraya, Princess Hindia, who was born in Mumbai a few months after Amanullah was overthrown in January 1929. During our meeting in Kabul, I told this most beautiful and elegant grand old lady how her family’s story had featured in a book in the Bengali language. She was keen to know more about the stories from the book. Sitting in her hotel suite that overlooked the Turkish and the Iranian embassies, she told me how her father gave those properties to these two friendly nations to build their missions. I had heard from an Afghan friend that Indian Congress leaders came to meet the king in Mumbai before he went into exile in Rome. My friend told me that apparently Mahatma Gandhi had suggested the name Hindia for the newborn baby. I asked her if that story was true. And the story took an altogether different dimension when she said, ‘Yes, it was true that the Indian leaders came to see my father but it was not Gandhi but Muhammad Ali Jinnah who told my father, “You should name her Hindia and that way both Hind and India will remain with you always.” To that my father responded, “Hind and India will forever remain in my heart but I’ll name her Hindia as you’ve suggested.” ’


Mujtaba Ali lamented a number of times in his book at the fading connections between India and Afghanistan. I hope he found out in his lifetime that the king, for whom he had worked, tried to highlight that link, even as a token gesture, before leaving his country for good.


 


Nazes Afroz, 2015










ONE


 


I bought a pair of shorts from Chandni market for nine sikka before I boarded the train. In those days smart Bengalis travelling by train often made full use of a facility called the ‘European Third’.


I was boarding that ‘Third’ when an Anglo-Indian shouted, ‘This is only for Europeans.’


I barked back, ‘Can’t see any European here. So let’s relax and spread our legs in this empty carriage.’


Comparative linguists say that if you add ‘ng’ at the end of a Bengali word, it would sound like Sanskrit; similarly, if you put emphasis on the first syllable of a word, that will make it sound like the Queen’s English. Meaning, accentuating on the first syllable is like putting too much chilli powder in Indian food to hide all evidence of bad cooking. Simply put, this was barking English. The Anglo-Indian was a native of Taltola, a cosmopolitan neighbourhood in central Calcutta. He was so impressed by my English that he instantly started helping me with my luggage. I left the job of bargaining with the porter to him. His entire family had worked for the Indian railways for generations, they knew how to deal with station porters.


Meanwhile, my enthusiasm for the journey was fast fading. I had been so busy arranging my passport, buying clothes and packing that I did not have the time to think about anything else. A most cowardly thought crept into my mind soon after the train left – I was alone.


The Anglo-Indian was a good man. Guessing that I was feeling low he asked, ‘Why do you look so depressed? Going far?’


I realised that he knew the rules of etiquette. He did not ask, ‘Where are you going?’ I had learned most of my lessons in etiquette from a padre. He had taught me that it was proper to ask, ‘Going far?’, as you could say yes or no – or anything you liked, if you wanted to respond. ‘Where are you going’ was like facing interrogation by Elysium RoweFN000 – you had to give an answer; there was no escape, and that would be rude.


I started chatting to him, which proved to be quite fruitful. Soon after it was dark, he opened a huge basket and joked that his fianceé had cooked enough food to feed a whole army. I said hesitantly that I too had some food but it was native fare and may be too hot for him. After some debate, it was decided that there would be brotherly division and we would eat à la carte.


My eyeballs froze in their sockets as he started to lay out his food. The same seekh kebab, the same Dhaka paratha, murgh musallam, meat-with-potato. I had brought the same from Zakaria Street. My menu matched his exactly – no shami kebab instead of seekh, no meat-with-cabbage in place of meat-with-potato. I said, ‘Brother, I have no fianceé and I bought all of it from a hotel in Zakaria Street.’


It tasted the same too. The Anglo-Indian kept looking out of the window pensively while eating. I vaguely remembered a chubby Anglo-Indian woman coming into the hotel when I was buying my food and ordering everything that was available. I thought of asking him to give a description of his fianceé, but chose not to. It would do no good; besides he was drinking some smelly coloured liquid from a bottle. He was Anglo-Indian after all; who could guarantee that his mood would not change.


It got darker. I did not eat much as I was not hungry. I was not sleepy either. It was a moonlit night. Through the window I could clearly see that the land we were passing through was not Bengal, there were no betel-nut trees or villages lush with mango and jackfruit orchards, only a few houses scattered here and there. There was no pond. People were lifting water from high-walled wells. The wet-smell from the earth of Bengal had evaporated and sand and dust from the scorched earth was whirling around carried by a sudden gust of wind slapping you on the face. What would this land look like in daylight if this were its face in this semi-darkness? Was this western India? The fertile-green-India? No it was not. When BankimFN000 mentioned the voices of thirty kotiFN000 people in fertile-green-India,FN000 he meant Bengal. It would be a joke to say that the west was fertile and green. Suddenly I saw Haren Ghosh from our neighbourhood standing by me. What? Yes! It was our Haren all right! How come? And he was singing, ‘Thirty koti, thirty koti, koti koti—’


No, it was the ticket checker – come to check tickets. He was not singing ‘Koti, koti’; he was shouting ‘ticket, ticket’.


 


Anandamath


It might have been a carriage for Europeans but it was third class after all. How could he show his authority if he did not wake us up in the middle of the night to check tickets? I promptly woke up. The composition of the carriage had changed. The ‘European compartment’ was looking quite desi – suitcases, trunks and beddings were scattered around. I did not know when the Anglo-Indian had got off the train. He had left behind the basket of food for me with a note on top, ‘Good luck for the long journey.’


He might have been an Anglo-Indian, but he was after all from Calcutta – a native of Taltola. I was a regular visitor to the Iranian restaurants there; I had introduced my Hindu friends to Muslim cuisine in that neighbourhood; watched swimming at the lake in the square; clapped and cheered when a fight broke out between a white soldier and an Anglo-Indian over a dame.


A philosopher friend from Taltola had once said that man became excessively sentimental – maudlin – if he was injected with emetine. In that state he would sob, covering his face with the pillow, if even the cat next door died. Being injected with emetine and going abroad were the same. But we should not go further. There will be ample opportunities to touch on this subject later.


I could not remember when dawn broke. The summer month of June in western India did not make any overtures. By seven the sun had entered the cars and indicated what the day would be like. I had heard that the maestros in the western region did not like to sing in slow tempo, they liked to reach the climax quickly. That evening I realised that only the early morning sun in the region was andante and the rest of the day was allegro.


The train was like the maestro. Running fast in an attempt to beat the drummer so that he could rest. The sun was running equally fast. We poor passengers were caught in the middle of this race, with brief pauses at stations. But I could clearly see that the sun was looking at the train from the corner of his eyes, standing outside the shade of the platform, like the drummer who rolled his sticks and got ready in between two songs.


When I ate, when I slept, which stations passed, who got off, who did not – I could not keep track of anything. The heat was so intoxicating; otherwise why would I write a poem?


 


A burnt field lay before me. As far as the eyes go to rest


On the horizon – burnt, angry yearnings. Heart at unrest


Everywhere on the earth. Only her angry, her fiery eyes


Raining at cruel speed. All of creation groaning in a rise


In forests, mountains and roads. Yamuna’s dry chest


From one bank to the other – like some mother’s breast


Sucked dry by some ogre. A dirge rises in all-consuming grief


The world over. I surmise: there is no hope, none to relieve


This desert with life, give it the sweet sap of a green shroud.


A demon’s wrath has sapped the strength of the water-cloud,


Drained the King of Gods of his wine. Earth’s breast ploughed


Dry of all green by a weary, disconsolate spectre-wombed cow.


 


What a poem! Drier than the dry lands of the west. The poem was not published before GurudevFN000 passed away. Guru’s curse is the ultimate curse!










TWO


 


The Hindu pundit of my village primary school used to snap his fingers whenever he yawned and say, ‘O Radhe,FN000 the beauty of Braja,FN000 take me to the other side.’ I read enough Hindi and Urdu literature later in my life, I had detailed discussions with many people from various cultures of the world, but I never found anyone using the metaphor ‘Take me to the other side’ in conjunction with names of gods and goddesses.


I understood the meaning of this phrase only while crossing the Beas, Sutlej, Ravi, Jhelum and Chenab, the five rivers of the Punjab, whose names I had had to memorise in my childhood. I knew exactly where to find them on the map. I always imagined that our Ganga, Padma, Meghna, BurigangaFN000 could not match up to them but when I looked down from the train, I had difficulty in believing that these were those mighty rivers from my history and geography lessons. Where were the fast-flowing waters and waves? There were only sand dunes bound by the two banks. You needed both telescopes and microscopes to look for water anywhere. At that point, I realised why the metaphor of crossing the river at the end of one’s time in this world never appeared in the imagination of the people in the west. They did not need any help from a boatman let alone gods and goddesses to cross these rivers. I did not know what it was like in the monsoon, but you could not pray to the gods for only one season. The monsoon lasted for barely three days here; so it would be a total waste to pray to the gods all the time to help you cross over.


The look of the carriage had changed meanwhile. You could see that the beards had become longer and the tikiFN000 shorter. The rugged and rustic sounds of six-foot Pathans and Punjabis had replaced the sweet voices of chubby lalas. Besides, there was an amazing display of Sikh beards bound in nets. I thought, the way men wrote poetry in praise of the long hair of women, the women in this land surely sang ghazals of enchantment for these beards. I had read in a novel by Theophile Gautier that when Frenchmen took up shaving, an enlightened woman had written, with great sadness, ‘The joy of kissing is disappearing from France. The French woman, while kissing, will forever lose the touch of masculinity that comes from rubbing her face against the facial hair of her lover. It is the time of neuters from now on. It makes me shudder even to think about it.’


I thought of asking a Sardarji to give his opinion about this. The French beard, at the peak of its glory, could not come close to a Sikh one. So the women of this land most certainly had ample appreciation for these beards. But, looking at their size and rugged manner of talking, I did not dare ask the question. I still had not figured out what people took offence to in this country, and how they took revenge with blood. I thought it would be unwise to give my life for comparative ‘beardology’. These people gave their lives easily to save the honour of their hair; no doubt they could surely decapitate a beardless head.


The old Sardarji sitting opposite me started the conversation. No more ‘Going far’, but a straightforward, ‘Where are you going?’ I replied, showing due respect for his age. The gentleman was as old as my grandfather and a beautiful soft smile was visible through the forest of his beard. Wise too. He quickly understood that the Bengali weakling was unnerved in the midst of all the guns and swords. He asked if I knew someone in Peshawar or would I go to a hotel. I replied, ‘A friend’s friend is supposed to come to pick me up at the station. I’m slightly worried because I don’t know how he’ll recognise me.’


Sardarji said, with a smile, ‘Nothing to worry about. Trainloads of Bengalis don’t get off at Peshawar station. You should just wait and he’ll find you.’


I said, ‘That’s right, the problem is I’m wearing shorts—’


Sardarji broke into loud laughter, ‘Do you think a man can recognise another by looking at the one-foot area that is covered by the shorts?’


I replied in embarrassment, ‘It’s not like that, it would have been good if I had worn a dhoti and punjabi.’


There was no way to beat Sardarji. ‘It’s very strange, how could a Bengali wear a punjabi?’


I decided to retreat. I did not know how he would outwit me again if I tried to explain that the loose shirt in Punjab and the Bengali punjabi were one and the same thing. It was better he talked and I listened. I asked, ‘Sardarji, how many yards of cloth do you need to make a shalwar?’


‘Three and a half in Delhi; four and a half in Jalandhar; five and a half in Lahore; six and a half in Lalamusa; seven and a half in Rawalpindi; then it jumps to ten and a half in Peshawar and in the heart of the Pathan-land – in Khyber and Kohat, it’s the whole reel.’


‘Full twenty yards!’


‘Yes, that too, made with khaki shorting.’


I said, ‘Let’s not talk about fighting or mugging or robbery; how can they even move about with a whole reel of khaki on them?’


Sardarji said, ‘Have you never been to a cinema? Even at this age, I sometimes go. How would I understand what the young people are up to if I don’t? I have an army of grandchildren at home. The other day, I went to see a film based on a 200-year-old story. In that film, a woman was putting on layers of frocks – ten or twelve – I can’t remember how many. She was carrying at least forty yards of cloth on her. If she could dance seamlessly wearing that, then why can’t a Pathan fight with a shalwar of twenty yards?’


I gave it some thought and said, ‘That’s right, but it’s a waste.’


Sardarji was not to be defeated. He said, ‘That’s a matter of opinion. A dhoti in Madras is seven to eight yards long, but you Bengalis wear a ten-yard dhoti.’


‘Ten-yard dhotis last longer, you can wear them from both ends.’


Sardarji said, ‘The same rule applies to shalwars. Do you think a Pathan gets a shalwar made at every Eid? Never. A young Pathan gets a shalwar from his father-in-law on the night of his wedding. As it has a lot of cloth, it doesn’t stretch much – hence he doesn’t need to repair it for many years. A Pathan doesn’t throw away his shalwar when it starts to wear out. At first he puts stitches, then he puts patches – any colour will do. On his death-bed he gifts his shalwar to his son and his son wears that until his wedding night when he gets his own shalwar from his father-in-law.’


I could not figure out if Sardarji was trying to make a mockery of me. I asked, ‘Is this true, or did someone make it up?’


Sardarji said, ‘The prince meets a tiger in the deep forest. The tiger says, “I will eat you.” This is a story. But isn’t it true that tiger eats man?’


Irrefutable logic. Also he was backed by seventy years of experience. So I surrendered. I said, ‘How could we, Bengalis, understand the intrigues of the shalwar? We live in a wet, watery land; we often have to cross rivers, canals and ponds. The way we can pull up our dhotis and lungis, you can’t do that with shalwars.’


Finally, it felt I had impressed Sardarji. He said, ‘Yes, it’s the same in Burma and Malay. I spent thirty years there.’


Then he opened his treasure trove of tales. I did not have any litmus to check if his stories were true or works of fiction, but it seemed they were like the tiger analogy. A few Pathans had flocked around us by then. Later I found out they all had spent a few years in Burma-Malay. The way Sardarji kept on unwinding his yarn of stories in front them – I figured out that the stories were unadulterated.


The huddle became dense and the chinwag most interesting. I realised that the Pathans might look dry from the outside, but they did not lack passion in telling and listening to stories. They wouldn’t get into debates, they wouldn’t use intricate flowery language to make the stories more interesting – they had a simple approach, like a woodcut. There was some secret attraction in that dryness that would leave a deep impression in your mind. Most of them were military stories. Sometimes they were of clan-clashes or fighting between tribes. I learnt a lot about various tribes – Afridi, Shinwari, Khugiani and so on. I realised that Sardarji knew everything about them. At times, he would add footnotes and explanations for my sake, as if he was preparing me for an examination. In a pause between stories, he said, ‘You have passed many exams by reading scandals of the English and the French. It will be of no use to you in this land. You’d better get acquainted with the names and behaviours of the Pathan clans. It will come in handy in Peshawar and the Khyber Pass.’


Sardarji was so right.


Pathans always ended their stories with evidence. One completed his story in broken Urdu-Punjabi-Pashto and said, ‘After that I couldn’t remember anything as if I was drunk. When it became quiet, I saw that I had lost two fingers of my left hand. See.’ Then he dug out his left hand from the depth of his twenty-yard shalwar to display it.


I said, to show my sympathy, ‘How many days did you spend in the hospital?’


The whole Pathan gang roared in laughter at the ignorance of the city-bred gentleman.


The Pathan said, ‘Where can we find a hospital or any English doctor, sir? My wife put on a bandage, my granny applied some of her all-cure lotion and the village mullah blessed me. Now see, it as if I was born with three fingers.’


The brother-in-law of the Pathan was also there in the gang. He said, ‘You had nothing to fear. Everyone knows that even the messenger of death doesn’t dare come close to your village, fearing the trio you just named.’ Everyone laughed. He then said to me, ‘Ask him to tell his granny’s stories. She once held up a full company of the British army for three hours by rolling down boulders from the hilltop.’


The sun and the heat were awash in the torrents of stories. And what a feast. Everyone was buying something or other at every station. Tea, sorbet, ice-water, kebab, bread – we did not miss anything. It was impossible to figure out who was paying. I gave up after trying to give my fair share a few times. By the time I reached the door after dodging a dozen big-bodied Pathans, somebody had already paid for it. When I tried to protest, they said, ‘You are going to Pathan-land for the first time; do let us treat you, sir. You can play the host after you reach Peshawar and settle down. We’ll come together one day.’ I said that I was not going to stay in Peshawar for long. But no one paid any heed. Sardarji said, ‘I’m the oldest here. They didn’t even let me pay once. The only way to avoid the hospitality of the Pathans in this land is to not talk to them. But even that doesn’t work most of the time.’


The Pathan gang chorused, ‘We are poor people, we roam the world to earn bread. How can we really show hospitality?’


Sardarji whispered to me, ‘What intelligence! As if hospitality depends on your wealth.’










THREE


 


When Sardarji began combing his hair, arranging his beard and tightening his turban, I realised that we would be in Peshawar in an hour or so. The heat, sand, coal dust, meals of only kebab-bread and lack of a bath had sucked out all my strength. I did not have an iota of energy to fold my bedding into the holdall. But the advantage of travelling with Pathans was that they very happily helped you with any task that was beyond you, doing it with the greatest of ease. The way they folded my bedding, keeping their balance on the running train, it felt like they were playing with matchboxes. It seemed as if they were moving small attaché cases and not trunks.


Meanwhile, from the stories in the train I had picked up an important tip about Pathan-land, that Peshawar belonged to the British in the daytime while at night the Pathans ruled the roost. I felt proud that the gun-toting Pathans could take on the cannon-owning British but I was not comfortable at all. We were supposed to reach Peshawar at nine at night. I was wondering in whose reign I was going to set foot when the train chugged into the station.


How could it be nine at night? There was ample daylight outside. I was so numbed by the long journey that I had forgotten to look at my watch. I looked at it now; it was nine all right. It was no time to think about such trivia, but later I learned that our clocks ran according to Allahabad-time,FN000 so it was only natural and scientific to have daylight that late so far in the west – and it was the peak of summer too.


There was not much of a crowd on the platform. I noticed, in the midst of taking down my luggage, that someone noticeably taller than the six-footer Pathans was walking towards me. As I was trying to establish my Bengali-ness by assuming the looks of a little lamb, he approached and said, in chaste Urdu, that his name was Sheikh Ahmad Ali. Extending my hand, I mentioned my name. He caught my hand with both of his and pressed it, with a great deal of warmth. My five fingers were playing hide-and-seek in his palms. The only reason I did not shout was that subconsciously I remembered the story of the Pathan losing his two fingers and it inspired me to forget my pain. Thus the honour of the Bengalis was saved on the very first day on the platform at Peshawar. I was wondering how to retrieve my hand when he gave me a bear hug in true Pathan style. I did not know what he would have done if I had been his equal. Luckily my head only reached his chest, so he could not hug me tighter. At the same time, the translation of what he was saying in Urdu and Pashto would have sounded something like this – ‘Hope you are fine; all well I hope; everything fine I suppose; not too tired?’ I kept saying, ‘Yes sir’, ‘No sir,’ thinking I should have learned some Pathan etiquette from my fellow passengers. Later, when I got accustomed to their ways, I found out that you were not supposed to say anything when your friend greeted you in that manner. Both sides would ask the same series of questions for two full minutes. Finally, after plenty of shaking hands and hugging, one would ask the other, ‘How are you?’ Then you would say, ‘Shukur Al-hamdulillah – praise be to God. How are you?’ Now it would be his turn to say, ‘Shukur Alhamdulillah’. At that point, you could talk about your cough and cold, but during the first barrage of questions, it would be extreme bad manners if you tried to answer.


He partly carried and partly dragged me out of the station to a tonga. By then my chain of thoughts was like this – he did not know me; I was a Bengali; he was a Pathan; so what was the meaning of this elaborate reception? How much of this was genuine and how much was perfunctory?


I would say now that a Pathan’s reception was always truly genuine and heartfelt. He derived much pleasure in inviting guests to his home – more so, if that guest happened to be a foreigner and that too a five-foot-six delicate Bengali. It was not proper for a gentleman Pathan to fight. So he did not know what to do with his stored energy. He got immense satisfaction if he could take care of a weakling.


The tonga was moving in Pathan style. In our country, cars moved in a straight line and people made way for the cars. But in Pathan-land, people walked as they liked and cars had to find their own way through the crowd. No point honking or shouting. A Pathan never made way for anybody. He was ‘independent’; what was the value of ‘independence’ if he had to make way for cars? And he was ready to pay for his ‘independence’ too. If a horse trampled on his foot, bloodying his toenails, he would not abuse the driver or shout or call the police. He would look at the driver with an annoyed expression and say, ‘Can’t you see?’ The driver was also an ‘independent’ Pathan. He too would stare with total disdain and say ‘Don’t you have eyes?’ End of the story, each would move on.


I saw that three-fourths of the population in Peshawar knew Ahmad Ali and he knew two-thirds. Every two minutes he would stop the tonga to say something in Pashto to someone. Then he would turn to me and say smilingly, ‘Invited him to dinner with you. Hope you don’t mind.’


Ahmad Ali’s wife was lucky that their house was close to the station. Or else there would have been a big Pathan jirgaFN000 at his house that night.


Simple Pathans and cunning British agreed on one point. Every Pathan thought that the Bengalis bombed the British rulers; the British also had the same opinion. Ahmad Ali worked for the police – CID. A policeman brought a letter to him soon after we reached his house. He started laughing after reading the letter before passing it to me. It contained a vivid description of me, asking him to make a full and thorough enquiry and submit a report to the government.


Ahmad Ali wrote at the bottom of the letter, ‘The man is my guest.’


I urged him, ‘Write my name, address, reason for coming here, etc.’


Ahmad Ali said scoffingly, ‘Am I going to spy on my guest?’


I could not resist showing off some knowledge. ‘You ought to work dispassionately without thinking about your guest. This is the edict of the Gita.’


Ahmad Ali said, ‘There are so many books in Hinduism. Why did you pick up a quote from the Gita? Whatever . . . I don’t believe in work – neither passionate nor dispassionate. My religion is lying in prone position.’


I was slightly confused with the concept – lying in prone position? We liked to lie on our backs, which the British masters did not appreciate. Our masters considered ‘lying supine’ an expression of laziness. I said earlier that the Pathan and the British agreed on at least one point. So I thought that the Pathan wanted to absolve himself of the sin of agreeing with the British; hence he chose the ‘prone’ and not the supine position. I did not know if Ahmad Ali could guess my confusion but he said on his own, ‘Otherwise how will you save your soul in this land? Only a few days ago, I had gone out for a round at night. The famous exotic dancer Janki Bai had gone missing. So I was snooping around for some clues. I was walking on my own when I saw eight white soldiers marching in single file, about fifty yards ahead of me. Suddenly there were several loud bang bangs, one after the other. I went for the ground and rolled into the ditch next to the road. Lying in prone position, I lifted my head to see that the white soldiers were all scattered on the road while a dozen men of the Afridi tribe were picking up their rifles before vanishing in a flash. The Afridi’s target is like the summons of death – no respite, no mercy. Thus I say, unless you lie in prone position, how will you know that you’re not going to be the sitting target of an Afridi? This is the first lesson to save your life in this country.’
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